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outreach efforts, however, they are unable to provide any analytical or critical purchase on the sensitivities and complexities associated with the communication of institutional practices to a wider community. These methodological limitations matter because the messages transmitted as part of TJ outreach efforts are not politically neutral, and therefore require interpretation and evaluation. As Martha Nussbaum argues, 'life is never simply presented by a text; it is always represented as something'.
7
Outreach should not be understood as a simple broadcasting exercise, then, but rather as a dynamic and productive discursive intervention into specific, often fragile social milieus. 8 One notable feature of recent outreach programmes that has received little attention within the literature is their frequent use of comic strips, especially as a means of communicating with children and teenagers. 9 This is a development that deserves critical attention for two further reasons. The first of these concerns the popular-cultural space that comics occupy. As Lene Hansen observes, comics are 'sociologically significant for the mediation and experience of foreign policy', 10 and as such they form part of the 'popular culture-world politics continuum' that delimits how global politics (including TJ) is seen, experienced, understood, and ascribed meaning. 11 Secondly, however, comics also by necessity engage with certain formal conventions and expectations that shape the messages they project. As Hillary Chute has argued, comics offer a 'unique spatial grammar of gutters, grids, and panels' that together comprise 'a form that is deeply rooted in the specificity of its medium as a source of cultural, aesthetic, and political significance'. 12 To reach out towards a target audience with a comic, in other words, is to draw on a particular formal tradition that must be accounted for in any interpretive or analytical search for meaning.
Taking these observations together, one can see that there is a politics of aesthetics at play in TJ outreach programmes that remains under-or even unstudied within IR. This oversight constitutes one focus of this article, which explores a series of questions concerned with the visual politics of truth and reconciliation: how do images produce knowledge about war, conflict, and the possibility of peace? And how does the comics medium enrich, dilute or otherwise shape the messages it projects?
In answering these questions, we build on the burgeoning IR literature concerned with visual and popular culture. 13 Common within this scholarship is the hope that art and visual culture might contribute to a reimagining of the world: that it might 'make us feel, or feel differently… make us think, and think again'. 14 Yet this hope must also be tempered by the acknowledgement that a society's cultural and artistic output can just as easily be incorporated into programmes that reinforce narrative; as part of a transition, in other words. 20 Taken together, these three foci enable us to evaluate Sierrarat's relation to the institutional context from which it derives. In addition, however, we also bring Sierrarat into comparative dialogue with Art Spiegelman's Maus, a comic with which it shares significant formal and aesthetic similarities, but which nevertheless displays a strikingly different approach to the emotional and social fallout of conflict and atrocity. While acknowledging that the two comics were created for different purposes and with different audiences in mind, bringing the two texts to bear on one another nevertheless enables us to open up space from which to explore the political limits and possibilities of the comics medium in a post-conflict and/or TJ context. 21 The paper proceeds in two parts. The first outlines the historical background surrounding the Sierra Leone Civil War and the establishment of the SLTRC, while the second undertakes a comparative analysis of Sierrarat and Maus, as outlined above. It will be noted that although Sierrarat appropriates Maus' representational vocabulary, it does so to very different ends, in the process reinforcing messages that are reflective more of the fraught institutional context in which the SLTRC was operating than the political dynamics 'on the ground' in Sierra Leone itself. The conclusion brings this broad finding to bear on discussions about the role that might be played by comics in outreach initiatives. In particular, we suggest that the openness of the comics medium presents a formal challenge to any attempts on the part of TJ initiatives to prescribe a fixed passage towards 'truth' and 'reconciliation' on behalf of the communities they serve. 22 In this respect they are ideally placed to contribute to the reconceptualisation of outreach's place within TJ initiatives. Future attempts to incorporate comics into outreach programmes must therefore do so with sensitivity to the political messages informing (and informed by) representational choices, and to the ways in which meaning emerges through a complex interaction between context, content and form. the SLTRC's final report should be created, comprising a report summary and accompanying comic strip. 40 With this, Sierrarat became part of the SLTRC's outreach efforts, in which capacity it was distributed around Sierra Leonean secondary schools.
The following section will bring the comic into dialogue with another, from which it took significant formal and representational cues: Art Spiegelman's Maus.
THE POLITICS OF TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION IN POST-CONFLICT COMICS: SIERRARAT AND MAUS
In this section, we offer a comparative analysis of two post-conflict comics that adopt almost identical representational strategies, but in very different contexts and to very different political ends. In bringing them into dialogue with each other, we seek to examine the ways in which each comic produces and projects a particular, meaningful understanding of truth, reconciliation and the processes through which they might be achieved. This facilitates our evaluation of the visual politics of truth and reconciliation, the possibilities and limits of the comics medium as a means of exploring these concepts, and the interaction between these aesthetic possibilities and the outreach efforts of TJ programmes.
The Senior Secondary School Version [SSSV] of which Sierrarat was an important part was intended both to condense the SLTRC Report's eight thousand pages into a more manageable size as well as to simplify its message and style whenever it was considered to be 'above the level of its target audience'. 41 Although split into separate segments accompanying each of the SSSV's eight chapters, Sierrarat was nevertheless intended to function as an initial access point to the text as a whole:
'It is hoped that the cartoon stories will not only make exciting reading for the student, but also arouse their curiosity about the SSSV text and motivate them to read it'. Maus is a graphic 'novel' 43 conceived and created by Art Spiegelman over a twenty year period beginning in the early 1970s, and commercially published in two instalments in 1986 and 1991. 44 It is focused around Spiegelman's Polish-Jewish parents'
41 SSSV, p. 4. 42 SSSV, p. 4. 43 As Hillary Chute points out, 'graphic novel is often a misnomer. Many fascinating works grouped under this umbrella -including… Maus, which helped rocket the term into public consciousness -aren't novels at all: they are rich works of nonfiction' (emphasis in original). Chute herself suggests the term 'graphic narrative'; We use the term 'graphic novel' here for clarity and familiarity's sake. The following three subsections will explore the parallels and tensions between the two comics with reference to the ontological, epistemological, and temporal frameworks underpinning each comic's understanding of post-conflict possibilities and limits. We have structured our analysis in this way in order to give us the greatest possible purchase on the politics of reconciliation (the affirmation of which inherently relies upon ontological claims about identity and community) and truth (which by necessity comes bound to particular epistemological assertions and assumptions).
Examining the temporal scaffold within which these concepts are represented, meanwhile, enables us to understand them dynamically, as part of a transitional process or narrative rather than as static and unchanging archetypes. The comic's presentation of these two subject-groups as different species reinforces these two identity categories by visually differentiating them. In other words, the comic's aesthetic vocabulary encourages the precise and immediate identification of 'perpetrator' and 'victim', and in so doing also produces the opposition between these two groups as the central division to be overcome in the transition towards reconciliation.
Ontologies of reconciliation
[ project of liberalism built into the liberal state and international system' by obscuring the violence that underpins the liberal project and delegitimising desires that cannot easily be incorporated into it.
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The division between 'perpetrator' and 'victim' that Sierrarat's use of the cat/mouse motif both sets up and resolves is further complicated by the fact that this is a fault line that has not commonly been cited by Sierra Leoneans themselves. As
Gearoid Millar has argued, the frequency with which actors switched sides and the commonplace profession of multiple, provisional and/or variable allegiances frustrates attempts to mark individuals as 'guilty' perpetrators or 'innocent' victims. The shortcomings of the victim/perpetrator binary is particularly evident in the into her family after the conflict ends is one of the seven figures holding hands in this final panel.
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The problems that Sierrarat's ontology of reconciliation encounters when brought into dialogue with the complex dynamics at play during and after the Sierra Leonean conflict are thrown into still sharper relief when compared with Maus.
Although Maus portrays Jews as mice and Germans as cats, reproducing the reified, racialised identity categories imposed by the Nazis themselves, 63 the partiality and contingency of this classification is made apparent in the numerous sections in which Spiegelman refers to his own creative process. In some of these, Art is represented as a human with a mouse mask, whilst in another, Art discusses with his (French, converted-Jewish) wife Françoise how she should be drawn ( fig. 3 ).
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The cat-mouse trope is not adopted here in order to draw a binary moral distinction between 'victim' and 'perpetrator', then, but rather as a way of discussing and exploring the complexities and partialities obscured by such simplistic identity claims. In Spiegelman's words, 'I liked working with a metaphor that didn't work all that well… it would be fatuous to move in the direction of Aesop's Fables. 
Epistemology & truth
Both Sierrarat and Maus are intimately concerned with the production of knowledge as a means of approaching, understanding and coming to terms with past conflict and atrocity. Sierrarat, for example, constitutes reconciliation as the by-product of a truthful understanding of the Civil War. In so doing, it identifies an inevitable and inexorable path from knowledge towards peace in which the former is a necessary condition for the latter: 'We must know and understand, then it won't happen again'.
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Yet the 'truth' that underpins the comic's proposed trajectory towards reconciliation is understood specifically as that produced by the institutional machinery of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 70 The narratives constructed by the SLTRC about the Civil War are thus constituted not only as the truth, but also as a requirement for reconciliatory peace in post-conflict Sierrarat/Sierra Leone. Foremost among these gaps and silences are the informal and culturally specific mechanisms that many Sierra Leoneans had developed to deal with the trauma they Sierrarat's focus on the need for a 'truth' mediated by the SLTRC thus neglects Sierra
Leoneans' acute awareness of what had happened within their communities, and the methods that they had already developed among and between themselves in order to manage it. 78 It subordinates these local ways of forgetting by insisting on an essential affiliation between official, institutionally-mediated, public knowledge and the healing of social division.
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Sierrarat's choice of medium undermines its prescription of the SLTRC as the sole means through which the knowledge and truth necessary for peace could be 79 Although the comic portrays Ratabu's reconciliation with his daughter, who has been a 'bush wife' to multiple soldiers during the conflict (a role that has also involved bearing their children), it is notable that the process by which this reconciliation occurs is a confessional public hearing ("I must know the truth… you have to tell me the truth. I need to know") that in many ways mirrors the TRC itself. SSSV, pp. 94-5. because Sierrarat claims knowledge to be a necessary condition of peace that must therefore be encouraged to bloom in all its fullness rather than stripped back and knowingly distorted in the manner encouraged by the comics medium. And secondly,
because Sierrarat understands knowledge as something that must be produced through the institutional mechanism that constitutes the SLTRC. For McCloud on the other hand, as for many other comics theorists, the medium's fundamental aesthetic simplicity cultivates an interactive approach to the production of meaning. 'The cartoon is a vacuum into which our identity and awareness are pulled… an empty shell that we inhabit… we don't just observe the cartoon, we become it'. 81 The collaborative openness of the comics medium, in short, is ill-suited to the prescriptive pursuit of knowledge or truth within a closed institutional context from which one's target audience have largely been excluded. In Maus, Spiegelman mobilises precisely these features of his medium in order precisely to acknowledge the aporias and impasses that define his attempts to distil truth from his father's testimony:
Paradoxically, while the mice allowed for a distancing from the horrors described, Spiegelman's use of the comics medium to emphasise the complexity, partiality and fragility of his knowledge of the story he is trying to tell stands in contradistinction to Because the comic's circular temporality is designed to house a progressive narrative leading from the establishment of the SLTRC towards reconciliation, the story it presents is linear and straightforward. This is a depoliticising move insofar as it obscures the ways in which crises continue to resonate after the events that constitute them. As Jenny Edkins has noted, 'trauma is not experienced at the time; it is belated. return'. 91 Bound up with an ontology that disregards the differences, lacks and absences that result inevitably from conflict, and an epistemology that prioritises one particular institutional formation of knowledge production over more informal strategies of forgetting, Sierrarat's temporality similarly presents a closed system that precludes the possibility of diversion, dissension or traumatic intrusion.
A key feature of the comics medium that would appear to lend itself more to the critical interrogation of linear time than to its reproduction is the temporal dislocation represented by the 'gutters' that divide the panels. that they begin to bleed into each other visually -a coincidence that becomes only gradually apparent as the viewer's perspective is pulled back, frame by frame.
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Acknowledging the lacks, absences, silences and impasses that accompany and constrain any attempt to deal with, know or move beyond past atrocity, Maus's shifting temporal terrain demonstrates the reasons why 'truth' and 'reconciliation' in the senses advocated by Sierrarat are more complex and fraught than the latter comic suggests them to be. Here the past is not folded up and packed away, but instead plays an active and productive role in the present, insofar as it contributes to the ways in which subjects like Art and/or Vladek understand and position themselves in relation to the world around them. Achieving 'closure' through the reconstruction of a pretraumatic state of affairs makes little sense in a world in which so much has been lost, and in which the shadows of the past continue traumatically to puncture the present, rendering it painfully fractured and incomplete. Possessing no formal commitment to 'realism' and already punctuated by the temporal ambiguity of the 'gutter', the comics medium allows for these multiple, non-linear temporalities to appear in a single frame, layered on top of one another and thereby captured in a single act of looking. Sierra Leoneans' problems is at odds both with the SLTRC's place with respect to the SCSL in Sierra Leone's TJ discourse and with the informal transition towards peace that many Sierra Leonean communities had begun to effect among themselves.
We do not believe this to be an indictment of the comics medium more generally. In fact, comics are in many ways ideally suited to contribute to a radical reconceptualisation of outreach within TJ discourse. If post-conflict outreach texts ought to seek to accommodate the experiences of their audience and prospective readership, then one might look, with Hillary Chute to a medium that 'engages presence in active and important ways, while also leaving itself open to the provisional, partial, and disjunct'. 100 Comics are 'reticent', in Thierry Groensteen's words: they require the collaborative participation of their audiences in order to produce meaning. 'Not only do the silent and immobile images lack the illusionist power of the filmic image, but their connections, far from producing a continuity that mimics reality, offer the reader a story that is full of holes, which appear as gaps in the meaning'. 101 These 'gaps' should not be considered limitations: on the contrary, they underpin the imaginative expansiveness and flexibility of the medium. It is here -in the involvement of readers in the production of knowledge about the conflict they have experienced and the steps required to move forwards -that we feel comics are of potential use to outreach initiatives.
Sierrarat's limitations in these regards are thrown into acute relief when set side-by-side with the text from which it appears to draw its representational vocabulary. While it may seem unfair to judge Sierrarat with reference to one of the most widely-acclaimed of all comics texts, our turn to Maus is rather intended to provide an example of the sort of openness that the comics medium can afford when mobilised with thought and care. While the use of comics in order to communicate with a population with low literacy levels makes intuitive sense, given the textual and pictorial hybridity of the medium, the representational simplicity of the form does not by any means mandate a closed and/or prescriptive approach to the narration and visualisation of conflict, atrocity, truth, reconciliation and peace. The comics medium is not necessarily just a way of simplifying a complex mass of information, but can also play an active and important role in the exploration and communication of difficult and sensitive issues concerning conflict and atrocity. This kind of approach would appear to be promising for outreach programmes because it potentially enables meaningful connections between TJ institutions and the population they serve to be built into the very act of producing an outreach text, rather than simply in its dissemination. Whichever strategy is used, it must be remembered that the choices comic book artists make are deeply political, and both reflect and produce wider frames of understanding that legitimise and delegitimise different realms of lived experience. For this reason, more attention needs to be paid to the aesthetic politics of truth and reconciliation in the design and execution of TJ outreach initiatives. This is in order to ensure that future efforts to communicate institutional processes to a wider public do so with a sense of the complex emotional, social and historical contexts into which they are intervening.
